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On Sept. 30 in Laredo, Tex., federal district court Judge George Kazen ruled that the US Customs
Service should not have stopped a convoy of veterans attempting to transport food, medication
and motor vehicles (pickup trucks and old school buses) to Nicaragua last June. The convoy had
been blocked on the ground that the vehicles were not permissible humanitarian aid. According to
Kazen, the federal government's interpretation of what constituted humanitarian aid to Nicaragua
was too narrow. In a 17-page decision issued from the federal courthouse in Laredo, Kazen said,
"The president has no authority to regulate or prohibit, directly or indirectly, donations to be
used to relieve human suffering." The decision was the result of a lawsuit brought against the
State Department and the Treasury Department (parent agency of the Customs Service) by the
Veterans Peace Convoy, a Washington-based veteran's coalition. A member of the convoy, Gerald
Condon, said the coalition was delighted with Kazen's decision, and added that another convoy
of supplies was scheduled for January. "We've been waiting a long time for this decision. We've
maintained all along that we had a right to leave our own country with humanitarian aid," he
said. Other groups planning similar convoys to Nicaragua, such as the Detroit-based Pastors for
Peace Convoy, were also enthusiastic about the decision. The controversy began June 7 this year
when 106 veterans and their supporters arrived in Laredo aboard 38 vehicles loaded with 30 tons
of food and supplies. Customs agents would not permit the convoy to cross the border into Mexico
because the group planned to leave the vehicles in Nicaragua. The agents argued that vehicles
were prohibited under the US trade embargo against Nicaragua. A clause in the trade embargo
legislation exempts "articles, such as food, clothing and medicine, intended to be used to relieve
suffering." Customs agents also contended that the vehicles could be used for military purposes.
Attorneys for the Veterans Peace Convoy argued that the exemption included any articles intended
to "relieve suffering." Since the vehicles were to be donated to Nicaraguan churches and schools,
said the lawyers, they fell into that category. The convoy tried to cross the border on June 15, and the
Customs Service seized four of the vehicles. When the group again attempted to cross the border
on July 9 and July 11, eight veterans were arrested. By the end of August, most of the vehicles had
crossed the border in groups of one and two, Condon said. He added that customs agents simply
waived the drivers past. In documents filed with Judge Kazen, customs officials said the vehicles
crossed the border surreptitiously. In his decision, the judge noted that "of the 38 vehicles in the
original convoy, 29 are now in Nicaragua, two are in Guatemala and one is in Mexico. Six are in the
United States." (Basic data from New York Times, 10/01/88)
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